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Abstract 
This paper offers an overview of the key characteristics of “fake” news in the Australian 
national context. Focusing on two television shows – The Norman Gunston Show and 
NEWStopia – it historicizes “fake” news within Australian television culture, situating it as 
part of a broader tradition of what Turner (1989) calls “Transgressive TV.” After analyzing 
the core comedic themes, styles, and intertextual relationships of both shows, the paper 
concludes that, although news parody in Australia has tended to be highly fictionalized, it 
may nevertheless play a vital role in helping viewers better understand generic devices that 
frame and govern “real” television news.  
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From The “Little Aussie Bleeder” To Newstopia: (Really) Fake News In Australia 
 
In the late afternoon of November 11, 1975, an angry crowd gathered outside Australia’s 
Parliament House in Canberra, after hearing reports earlier in the day that the Governor-
General, Sir John Kerr, had dismissed the Labor Prime Minister Gough Whitlam, and 
installed Opposition Leader Malcolm Fraser as caretaker Prime Minister. The constitutional 
crisis had essentially come about after Fraser’s Liberal-Country Coalition had used its 
fortuitous narrow majority in the Senate to block Commonwealth supply bills, thereby 
forcing Kerr into remedial action that would restore the functionality of the federal 
government. The Governor-General’s secretary walked onto the front steps of Parliament 
House, and formally announced the decision – to loud jeers from the overwhelmingly pro-
Labor crowd – ending his statement, as one did, with the phrase “God save the Queen.” The 
vanquished Whitlam then took his place, and responded with what is now seen as one of the 
most famous sentences in Australia’s political history: “Well may we say ‘God save the 
Queen,’ because nothing will save the Governor-General.” 
While this event was, of course, highly significant from a political perspective, what is 
perhaps most interesting when looking back at “The Dismissal” (as it is now colloquially 
known) as a moment in the history of popular culture is the fact that, among the dozens of 
journalists reporting on the event with great seriousness, was Norman Gunston: a fictional 
television personality played by comedic actor Garry McDonald. Gunston was standing 
almost directly in front of Whitlam when he emerged from Parliament House, and injected 
some levity into the situation by visibly acting as though the crowd was in fact there to 
applaud him, and not the deposed Prime Minister. As it happens, he was not far off in playing 
to the crowd in this way, because some (who had previously been yelling “We want 
Gough!”) started chanting “Gunston for Governor General!”: a sign that both he, and his 
television show that had begun earlier in 1975, were growing rapidly in popularity.  
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That a comedian – whose core premise was to parody the conventions of television 
(and the personalities who frequently appear on it) – was not only present at, but played an 
active role in, such a momentous event in Australian political history reveals just how deeply 
intertwined satire and politics have been in Australia for nearly four decades.  
In this paper, I briefly examine Australian news parody – or what some would call 
“fake” news – through a historical lens, in order to sketch some of the common traits that 
have been shared among the many manifestations of the genre in this country. I focus in some 
detail on the satirical styles of two television programs in particular: one -- The Norman 
Gunston Show -- that I argue should be seen as the genesis of Australian television news 
parody, and another -- NEWStopia -- that marks the most recent phase of the genre’s nearly 
four decades-long evolution. Rather than examine Australian news parody as though it exists 
in a vacuum, I argue that the much-celebrated “fake” news ethos is in fact deeply embedded 
in our national television culture, by highlighting its place within Australia’s broader and 
more widely-acknowledged national tradition of what Turner (1989) has called “transgressive 
TV” (c.f. Sternberg, 1995). I then conclude by arguing that a defining characteristic of 
Australian “fake” news is its very high degree of “fake-ness”: that we as a culture generally 
appear to be rather comfortable with the deliberate and sustained transgression of the 
semiotic, generic, and authoritative boundaries of television news. 
 
“Fake” News as “Transgressive TV” 
In Melbourne Tonight (IMT) was a night-time variety show which ran nationally – with some 
extended breaks and variations of name – on Channel 9 in Australia from 1951 to 1975 
(McKee, 2001). While it was by no means a news parody, it remains an important starting 
point for any discussion of Australian “fake” news (let alone any form of Australia light 
entertainment TV for that matter) because it strongly set the tone for what was to come after 
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it. Understanding it allows us to better understand and contexualize the “fake” news programs 
we see today (in a show such as Newstopia, for example, which will be discussed later in this 
paper), by appreciating from where their subversive tendencies stem. 
Hosted by the late Graham Kennedy, who is remembered widely as “The King” of 
Australian television, IMT was renowned for the antics of its hosts, and their refusal to 
conform to the expectations of “normal” television presenters. Graham Turner (1989) has 
argued that the show is emblematic of the early days of Australian television. In an age where 
most of the formats were imported, principally from the US, IMT, like other shows of the 
time, refused to take “the format seriously,” and instead used it as “a set of conventions to 
attack and transgress” (p. 32). Rather than treating their roles earnestly, they often mocked 
the very show they were hosting, and regularly broke the façade of professionalism that 
characterizes nearly all television personae worldwide. McKee (2001) has therefore 
suggested that In Melbourne Tonight was “an important part of Australia’s public archive of 
television” and central to the show was “the concept of subversiveness, and its relation to 
television as a medium” (p. 18). It was, put simply, a text that helped to define what 
television in Australia is. 
Turner (1989) has labelled this slightly anarchic style “Transgressive TV,” and rightly 
points out that “one could construct a history of Australian Television from such shows” (p. 
30). Indeed, an abridged version of this history – with an emphasis on programs that engaged 
in “mischievous disruption” (p. 81) of the real news of the day – might include: 
The Norman Gunston Show (ABC, 1975-1976; Seven 1978-1979, 1993) 
Graham Kennedy’s News Show/Coast to Coast (Nine, 1989) (Turner, 1996) 
Clive Robertson’s Newsworld (ibid.) 
Good News Week (ABC, 1996-1998; Ten, 1999-2000, 2008-present) (see 
Stockbridge, 2000, p. 192) 
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The Fat (ABC, 2000-2003) 
The Glass House (ABC, 2001-2006) 
The Panel (Ten 1998-2004) (see Harrington, 2005) 
The Chaser’s War On Everything (ABC, 2006-2007, 2009) (see Harrington, 
2012) 
Yes We Canberra (ABC, 2010)  
The 7PM Project (Ten, 2009-present) 
Hungry Beast (ABC, 2009-present) 
While these shows are not “fake” news per se, they fit into the category of 
“transgressive TV” because of their tendency to “not quite [obey] the rules” of television 
news (McKee, 2001, p. 30). Importantly, however, this culture of transgression has proven to 
be fertile ground for a range of other shows that have more directly produced comedy out of 
the generic form of news broadcasts. These have transgressed the conventions of the news, 
particularly the many tropes that underpin the news’ self-importance, and the self-importance 
of the political actors who are the core interest of this type of television programming. Some 
key examples here include:  
The Gillies Report (ABC, 1984-1985)/The Gillies Reublic (ABC, 1986)/Gillies 
and Company (ABC, 1992) 
The Late Show1 (ABC, 1992-1993) 
The sketches of John Clarke and Bryan Dawe ([A Current Affair] Nine, 1989-
1997; [7:30 Report/7:30] ABC, 1997-present) 
                                                 
1 Although The Late Show was a fairly generic sketch comedy/variety show, it did feature a weekly 
news segment in which Tom Gleisner (playing the role of news “anchor”) mocked or parodied recent 
news footage. This segment also commonly featured “fake” interviews with Rob Sitch, who would 
impersonate celebrities or newsworthy figures.  
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The Election Chaser (ABC, 2001)/CNNNN (2002-2003)/The Chaser Decides 
(2004, 2007) 
Real Stories (Ten, 2006)  
NEWStopia (SBS, 2007-2008) 
At this point it is also appropriate to note the (fictional) “behind the scenes” 
perspective of Frontline (ABC 1994-1995, 1997) (see McKee, 2001; Turner, 1996), which 
mercilessly satirized the spurious production practices that flourished behind the scenes of a 
fictional tabloid current affairs program of the same name. McKee has even suggested that 
“Frontline may have bequeathed a genre to Australian television: the comedy that uses 
parody in order to discuss current affairs – not necessarily satire, but more a mixture of 
current affairs and entertainment” (McKee, 2001, p. 294). 
While it is far from a uniquely Australian phenomenon (as the contributions in this 
collection attest to), it is obvious that news satire (and “fake” news) has been a strong feature 
of Australia’s national television culture for more than 30 years. And, while it is impossible 
here to undertake a detailed analysis of the entire history of the genre in this country, I wish 
to flesh out some key moments in this history in the pages that follow. In order to do so, I 
consider a seminal text as well as the most recent iteration of the genre in order to see both 
the roots of Australian fake news and its current condition.  
 
Roots: The Norman Gunston Show 
As discussed briefly above, Norman Gunston was a fictional character played by Garry 
McDonald. Originally conceived as part of the The Aunty Jack Show in the early 1970s, the 
character became particularly well known from his title role on The Norman Gunston Show, 
which aired on the ABC – Australia’s public broadcaster – over three seasons in 1975 and 
1976. At the core of the character is a small-town man with neither the looks nor the talent 
  
 
6
that would be required of a genuine television star. His dress sense was terrible (wearing 
either very dull or very garish colours, and pants that were too short), his face was always 
made up to an almost unhealthily pale shade, he sported a terrible comb-over, and was 
colloquially known as the “little Aussie bleeder” (a play on the friendly term “little Aussie 
battler”) due to the ever-present pieces of tissue paper drying the perpetually numerous 
shaving cuts on his face.  
Appearance aside, Gunston’s other main trait was that he was truly terrible in front of 
a camera. He was always visibly nervous, unsure of himself, in many cases visibly overawed 
by the people he was interviewing, and regularly offering prolonged, awkward smiles directly 
to the camera between questions. In spite of his lack of talent, Gunston retained a massively 
over-inflated sense of his own talent, celebrity status, and importance at all times.2 In true 
“transgressive” tradition, he violated the unwritten rules of professionalism in television. Cox 
(2006) has summed up the show neatly  as “TV sending up its own conventions, its obsession 
with ratings and awards, its vanity and phoniness” (p. 12). 
This approach would not be entirely unfamiliar to anyone who has encountered the 
work of Sacha Baron Cohen, for example. Like Cohen’s Ali G, Borat, or Bruno, Norman 
Gunston is a carefully-constructed character; a ruse to unsettle and surprise the interviewee, 
and perhaps allow a more direct and uncompromising interview. In the same way that Borat 
Sagdiyev’s extreme anti-Semitic antics “lets people lower their guard and expose their own 
prejudice” (Strauss, 2006), Gunston’s weak, “pathetic,” and feeble pretenses were used as 
“camouflage, enabling the satirist it obscured to humiliate and expose” (Turner, 1989, p. 33). 
Just as the guise of “fake news” allows The Daily Show, for example, the freedom to pursue a 
“distinctly subjective” approach to the news (Baym, 2005, p. 267), and Stephen Colbert’s 
                                                 
2 As noted later in this paper, Gunston described himself as “sort of Australia’s Johnny Carson” 
(ABC, 1992) when interviewing film star Warren Beatty. 
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character affords some interviewees a perilous level of comfort, Norman Gunston’s 
incompetence gave his celebrity or political guests (or, more precisely, “targets”) a false 
sense of security, which could then be exploited by a distinctly subversive undertone in the 
line of questioning that followed.  
While we might marvel at the litany of political heavyweights that have now been 
guests on The Daily Show with Jon Stewart, and suggest that whatever walls that once existed 
between politics and entertainment have now disappeared, this dissolution of boundaries has 
been in train for quite a while in Australia. For example, former Prime Minister Sir John 
Gorton was a guest on The Norman Gunston Show in 1975. Why exactly the ex-PM would 
subject himself unnecessarily to this level of potential humiliation remains a mystery, but it 
reveals a great deal about an ingrained culture of polite disrespect. When Gorton arrived on 
the set of his show, Norman Gunston first offered the former Prime Minister a hot beverage 
and a pineapple doughnut (for “supper”), and then sat him down to ask the first question: 
“Was there an underhand plot, do you think, to get rid of you in Parliament, or do you think 
that everyone at the same time sort of came to the conclusion that you were a bit of a dil?” 
(ABC, 1992).3  
In this case, Gorton was a planned, in-studio guest on the program. Because he must 
have known what to expect out of the exchange, he was good natured, willingly (and 
admirably) played his part with good grace, and went along with the jokes. Some of the most 
memorable moments from The Norman Gunston Show, however, came from his “surprise” 
interviews with foreign celebrities – such as Paul and Linda McCartney, Muhammad Ali, and 
Sally Struthers – at press conferences and other media events. Because they were totally 
                                                 
3 Although it is a mere coincidence, this exchange is eerily similar to Jon Stewart (in September 2006) 
offering Pervez Musharraf a cup of jasmine green tea and a Twinkie, and then asking him “Where’s 
Osama Bin Laden?” 
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unaware of his character, many of these international celebrities were as much confounded by 
the person asking the questions as by how to answer the questions themselves. This was 
apparent in his interview with an initially puzzled and eventually visibly irate Rudolph 
Nureyev, who told Gunston “you should have stuck to Ballroom dancing and never [done] 
interviews,” clapped his hands together, and ended the exchange by declaring the “whole 
thing is dismissed.” 
In a way, Gunston and his satirical approach reveals what could arguably be described 
as the “essence” of Australian humor. His irreverence, and polite disrespect for the powerful 
(or, to use Australian vernacular, “tall poppies”) is core to the post-colonial antipodean myth 
of rebellion. This is illustrated well in this series of questions directed to a half-insulted and 
half-perplexed Warren Beatty at a 1975 press conference: 
Gunston: How long have you been here for? 
Beatty: I don’t know, because my time is a little mixed-up, but I know I got here today. 
Gunston: Oh. And you haven’t made it with any Australian ladies yet? 
Beatty: No. Have you? 
Gunston: Oh, no. I haven’t got time for that. But I though you were a fast worker. 
What about the air hostesses, you know, on the way out? [winks] 
Beatty: The what? 
Gunston: The air hostesses, on the way out. 
Beatty: On the way in? 
Gunston: Yeah, yeah. From, you know, America, to Australia. 
Beatty: No. No. 
Gunston: I s’pose you haven’t got time for it, like myself. You know, a star on the 
ascent and all that. 
Beatty: What do you do? 
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Gunston: I have a national tonight show. I wanted you to come on it, you know, and do 
a bit of an interview… 
Beatty: Well, we’ll do a bit of an interview here. You have a tonight show? 
Gunston: Yeah, [I’m] sort of Australia’s Johnny Carson. Sunday night, only on 
Sunday night. 
Beatty: Only on Sunday night? Well, Carson is on, you know, five nights a week. 
Gunston: Is he? Gee. 
Beatty: How much time are you on every Sunday night? 
Gunston: Ahh, 30 minutes. Anything you want to ask me? 
Beatty: What time? 
Gunston: Umm, 7:30. 
Beatty: That’s early. 
Gunston: Yeah, yeah. Oh, yes, it’s a family show. 
Warren Beatty: Children are still awake. 
Gunston: Oh yeah. It’s the bulk of my audience, I think. Mr Beatty, I know you’ve 
done 13 films over 15 years, haven’t you?  
Beatty: Ahh, yeah. 
Gunston: Well, what do you do for a living? Like, how do you tide yourself over? 
[Beatty shifts uncomfortably in his chair] Do you write or anything like that? You don’t 
have a tonight show, do you? 
Beatty: Huh? 
Gunston: You don’t have a tonight show? 
Beatty: No, no, no, no. I had thought of running a delicatessen for a while, on 3rd 
Avenue, but I have to ask this question, I don’t mean to be rude. 
Gunston: Yeah? 
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Beatty: Did you cut yourself shaving?   
(ABC, 1992) 
Looking back at this interview, and what else remains of the show in publicly-
accessible archives, I am struck – particularly because the original three series aired long 
before I was even born – by what is a distinct echo from of some of the Australian satirical 
news forms that would follow it. Particularly evident are the similarities to the work of The 
Chaser, who across their many television shows over the past decade, have regularly adopted 
a comparable ethos to Norman Gunston. They too have engaged heavily in the disruption of 
real-world media and political processes, by, for instance, invading press conferences, 
intruding on the former Prime Minister John Howard’s morning walks in increasingly bizarre 
ways, and making world headlines in 2007 by passing heavy security in Sydney for the 
APEC conference with a “fake” motorcade (Harrington, 2012). During The Chaser’s War on 
Everything (2006-2007, 2009), Andrew Hansen, for instance, would approach celebrities at 
press conferences under the guise of “Mr. Ten Questions,” where he would ask a string of 10 
humorous (and often insulting) questions, but provide no time between each for a response. 
For example, he offended one member of the Backstreet Boys by inquiring, among other 
things, if the name of their group was “a sexual reference, because enduring your music is 
like being rogered4 roughly from behind?” (ABC, 2006), and sparked some (largely 
manufactured) public outrage by asking screen legend Sophia Loren, “as the world’s most 
refined actress, do you ever fart?” ( ABC, 2007). This again reveals not only the Australian 
desire to mock the powerful and self-righteous, but also the willingness to transgress social 
televisual boundaries as well. In fact, another key element of The Chaser’s War on 
Everything was its direct antagonism towards sensationalist or unethical news and current 
programs elsewhere on television (Harrington, 2010). 
                                                 
4 A euphemism for sexual penetration. 
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  Although The Norman Gunston Show was not a fake news program as such (it 
intended instead to parody night time talk shows), it dealt with real people and serious events 
in mischievous ways (a fact perfectly illustrated by “the dismissal” discussed above), and 
played an important role in entrenching a “lack of respect for TV’s conventions and 
formulas” (Turner, 1989, p. 37) as a defining trait of Australian television. McDonald’s 
enthusiastic transgression of generic conventions and social expectations effectively marked 
out a space for future innovations. The Norman Gunston Show took the pre-existing trend of 
“transgression” and, significantly, layered on top of it a new element of “fakeness” that 
effectively helped set down the roots for a variety of more specific news parodies that have 
followed in subsequent decades. 
 
Fresh Leaves: NEWStopia 
Newstopia5 is perhaps best explained to an outsider as a comedy program presented in the 
form of a news show, and aired on Australia’s Special Broadcasting Service (SBS) over three 
series of 10 episodes each in 2007 and 2008. If Australian television is known for its “cheeky 
form of subverting generic expectations” (McKee, 2001, p. 20), then Newstopia was indeed 
an exemplar of Australian television, even if it didn’t earn a particularly large audience share 
or much critical respect. Its host, Shaun Micallef, played the role of lone news anchor in a 
typical news studio (his desk formed the shape of Australia), commenting on the news, 
throwing to pre-prepared stories, or conducting interviews with in-studio guests.  
Newstopia could be classified nearly as a contemporary televisual form of Dadaism, 
due to the very unusual way it blended biting satire with “straight” comedy, almost anti-
television jokes, and a strong degree of self-referentialism. It was semiotically rich, positively 
overloaded with sometimes nearly imperceptible visual jokes (many of them recurring “in-
                                                 
5 The show’s title was normally capitalized as NEWStopia, but has been left here in standard form. 
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jokes” with its audience), and moved rapidly from one comedic posture to the next (in some 
cases from “worthy” satire to the outright bizarre in a matter of seconds). This has much to do 
with Micallef’s absurdist and surrealist sense of humour, which is well illustrated in this 
example, where he ends a quite standard and serious announcement of the UN Envoy’s 
arrival in Burma with an entirely unexpected, risqué joke: 
Micallef: [Ibrahim Gambari’s] visit follows the expulsion of the UN’s most senior 
official in Rangoon, Charles Petrie: a move regarded by some as a devastating blow to 
the UN Mission there. Gambari arrives with a serious message from UN Secretary 
General Ban Ki-Moon, ‘let the UN get on with what it does best: forcing underage girls 
into prostitution.’ (Series 1, Episode 5) 
Although he mostly played the “straight man,” Micallef’s role was generally to surprise 
the viewer with injections of the strange and unexpected. For example, he quite seriously 
introduced one episode which included the line: “also tonight: why migrants are the main 
cause of racism” (Series 3, Episode 1). In the following case, he sets up to a “live” cross, with 
the expectation that the audience might be presented with some detailed analysis of a real 
election event. In the end, however, the cross is blindingly fast (again, breaking from the 
conventions of the news which would demand an extended discussion of minutiae), and only 
uses it as the punch line of a joke: 
Micallef: Well, Russia has had its elections, and next door the good people of Romania 
have also gone to the polls today. Verity Elk is in the tally room in Transylvania, and 
Verity, how’s the count going? 
Verity Elk: He’s romped it in, Shaun. 
Micallef: Thanks Verity.  (Newstopia, Series 2, Episode 3) 
In this instance, as in many others, Newstopia offers a fictionalized, comedic twist on a 
real event. Another was the release of a frightening Al Qaeda training video which – in 
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Newstopia’s version – detailed everything from the polite tea and coffee beforehand, to the 
PowerPoint presentations, the friendly team-building exercises, and a fun group photo at the 
end. The only difference here being that all of the attendees masked their faces and carried 
AK-47s or rocket propelled grenade launchers (Series 1, Episode 3).  
As can again be seen in the following example, Newstopia had a deeply interwoven mix 
of the “real” and the “fake,” using clever puns and its own spin on the news format: 
Micallef: Well, the old saying “good things come in glass” might well apply to the 
coffin on display… at the Santa Maria Delle Grazie church… It’s made entirely of 
glass except, presumably, the hinges inside. And inside is a very good thing indeed: the 
corpse of Padre Pio. So good he was made a Saint. Padre Pio was exhumed on the 40th 
anniversary of his death: a gesture he most certainly would’ve appreciated if he was 
alive. A Vatican forensics team dated his remains, and apparently had a wonderful 
evening. In life, The Padre had stigmata, which made it very difficult for him to play 
Twister.  (Newstopia, Series 2, Episode 10) 
While this absurdity punctuated the show, its defining premise – and the thing that sets it far 
apart from most other parody news shows that have come before it in Australia – was its 
multi-layered and extremely high degree of “fakeness.” 
All of the “guests,” and the reporters filing the video stories, were played solely by the 
same group of five actors: Ben Anderson, Nicholas Bell, Julie Eckersley, Kat Stewart, and 
Peter Houghton. At the end of each episode, these same actors would play members of the 
general public in a satirical take on a vox pop segment. In fact, the same actor might play 
several different roles on the show within the course of a single 25 minute episode. 
Shaun Micallef himself also played a number of characters on the show. In many cases 
he would cross to a news story that he had voiced over in character – a common one was 
“Pilger Heston” (presumably a combination of John Pilger and Charlton Heston), who 
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peppered news reports on any topic with loud, angry howls about “those damned apes!” – or 
with his impersonation of a real person (e.g. Christopher Walken). Perhaps the height of this 
strangeness came in his sporadic, extended, on-location interviews with special guests. In 
these interviews, Micallef would play both the interviewer, and would dress up and play the 
role of the interviewee as well. 
Finally, among the commercials that would run during the show’s ad breaks would be 
satirical ones created by the Newstopia team for real companies – in particular, for hardware 
chain Bunnings, which would advertise things like “other people’s ointment” – fake 
companies (such as the eco-friendly range of cleaning products from a company called 
“revive dead dolphins”), or previews for non-existent shows on SBS, like “Inspektor 
Herring” (a clear reference to Inspector Rex), or “Tyrants and their Pets,” which sent up the 
network’s apparent obsession with documentaries about World War II.6 
 While Newstopia style was certainly unique, it did nevertheless share several 
similarities with a host of “fake” news shows that preceded it. Its entire cast of fake 
characters clearly harkens back to the comedic premise of Norman Gunston some 30 years 
before. The impersonation of political or media figures was a style likewise seen on The 
Gillies Report in the 1980s – most famous was Max Gillies’ wicked impersonation of Prime 
Minister Bob Hawke – and the ongoing satire of John Clarke and Bryan Dawe. In their 
weekly segment on the highbrow ABC current affairs show 7:30, Clarke pretends (however 
without any actual impersonation, as such) to be a political figure in the news, answering 
Dawe’s questions with the requisite amount of spin and feats of twisted logic.  
Again in keeping with the “transgressive” tradition stretching back to In Melbourne 
Tonight in the late 1950s, Newstopia played constantly with the television format itself and 
the audience’s expectations, often setting itself up as the target of ridicule. Here Micallef 
                                                 
6 The first in this series, for example, teased an episode on “Hitler’s Poodle.” 
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jumps rapidly between correctly and incorrectly playing the role of “straight” news anchor – 
that is, both following and breaking the genre for comedic effect – while discussing the 2008 
US presidential election race with “political expert Marion Davies” (played by Nicholas 
Bell):  
Micallef: While Barack Obama and Hillary Clinton battle it out to represent the 
Democrats in the November election, John McCain has been confirmed as the 
Republican nominee. At the moment, at 71, he’s the second oldest first-time candidate 
to run for the office of US president: a situation which doesn’t get any better later this 
year when the former Vietnam combat vet turns 72. If he becomes president, he’ll be 
the oldest first-time US president in history. Now, Marion Davies, how far can McCain 
take this aging thing? It seems to be working pretty well for him so far.  
Davies: Sky’s the limit Shaun. If McCain is successful in his bid, and serves out his full 
four year term, then, according to our calculations, he could be up to 76 years old. 
Micallef: Fuck… 
Davies: We did some estimates, you know. We calculated that his likely age, should he 
continue to serve until the year 2048, would be 108 years old. Now that makes him not 
only the oldest US president, but also the third oldest person in the world. 
Micallef: That’s 2048 A.D.? 
Davies: Yep. 
Micallef: What about Hillary Clinton? 
Davies: Well, she’ll become, you know, the first female US President regardless of her 
age, but Barack Obama, on the other hand, that’s an interesting case. Now, you elect 
him to the White House, he makes history as not only the youngest US president, but 
also the least-white president, and also the most-black president in the history of the 
United States. 
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Micallef: Right, so, triple threat? 
Davies: Well, it’s gonna be interesting. 
Micallef: Should be very interesting, thank you very much Marion. [leans over and 
politely kisses Davies on the cheek.]  (Series 2, Episode 3) 
As we can see, Micallef generally adopts the normative and well-established role of the 
rational anchor in contrast to Marion’s inane commentary on trivial and ludicrous “facts,” but 
he then disrupts that position with his completely unnecessary, “unprofessional” (and entirely 
unexpected) use of profanity to express his astonishment, and then with his highly unusual 
goodbye gesture to his guest. He transgresses the boundaries of “normality” in the television 
news sphere, surprising the audience into reflecting on what those boundaries are, and the 
reasons for their existence in the first place. It is another moment of parody “that employs 
exaggeration, often to the point of ludicrousness, to invite its audience to examine, evaluate, 
and re-situate the genre and its practices” (Baym, 2005, p. 269). 
More importantly, however, Newstopia regularly leveraged its absurdist, satirical 
position to again transgress cultural limits and social mores. Amidst the fun and frivolity of 
the comedy was a frequently-deployed dark sense of humor juxtaposed against real events to 
give the stories a high level of satirical critique. Here a story about an eating competition in 
the US is placed into global perspective through a live phone cross to “Jordan Esterhaus” 
(Nicholas Bell), allegedly in Ethiopia: 
Micallef: A 24-year-old hospital orderly from California has set a new record for eating 
hot dogs. Billy O’Brien chowed down 61 hot dogs, including buns, in just 13 minutes, 
beating the old record by two. Newstopia correspondent Jordan Esterhaus is in the 
Somali region of southern Ethiopia. Jordan, what’s the reaction been like over there? 
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Esterhaus: Disappointment, obviously, Shaun. This is the 12th year this event has been 
staged, and, in that time, no Ethiopian has been in the top ten in the hot dog eating 
championships. 
Micallef: Why such an appalling record, Jordan? 
Esterhaus: Well, I think they struggle with the concept. They can’t quite get their head 
around the notion of one person eating 61 hot dogs, instead of 61 people eating 61 hot 
dogs. It doesn’t make any sense to them. 
Micallef: Well, they’re not going to get anywhere in the international eating 
competitions with that mindset, are they? 
Esterhaus: Indeed. 
Micallef: Perhaps officials from the International Federation of Competitive Eating 
need to go over there and conduct some clinics [to] pass on their knowledge? 
Esterhaus: Yes, or just the hot dogs. 
Micallef: To practice on, you mean. Good idea. 
Esterhaus: But at least in the meantime the Americans have provided these people 
with plenty of instructional news footage, of how to stuff vast quantities of food down 
one’s gullet in record time. 
Micallef: Yes, well let’s hope the Ethiopians learn something from it, about how we do 
things in the west.  (Series 2, Episode 8) 
The same goes again in the following segment, which sends up the news media’s 
almost orgiastic obsession with wealth – joking that a movement from the world’s most-
wealthy person to the third-most-wealthy is seen as some kind of devastating blow by the 
people from Forbes magazine. Here, “Tony Pearon” from Forbes magazine is played by Ben 
Anderson: 
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Micallef: The Forbes top 500 rich list is out, and it’s not good news for Microsoft 
founder Bill Gates. Tony Pearon from Forbes. Tony… 
Pearon: That’s right Shaun, old Gatesey’s been knocked out from the number one 
possie by fellow US billionaire caucasoid Warren Buffett, who, despite giving away the 
bulk of his money a year ago to Bill Gates and his wife, still has more money. It doesn’t 
make any sense at all, mathematically, it just shows how freakin’ appalling things are 
right now for the Gatemeister at the moment. In fact, he didn’t even get second place 
this year: that went to some phone cat from Mexico. And it’s uncertain at this stage, 
Shaun, just how Gates intends to rebuild his shattered financial empire. 
Micallef: What about the bottom 500 list, Tony? What’s happening there? 
Pearon: Well, Afghani nonagenarian Afeeza Douad is most impoverished again, for 
the third year running, with personal assets of a bottle top, and a three centimeter bit of 
string. [Holds up a copy of the magazine and looks at the camera] Forbes magazine: go 
for it!  (Series 2, episode 3) 
In both of these examples, the “fakeness” of the show allows the stories to be discussed 
in frank terms, highlighting the universally flippant way that the news media covers stories 
that can only come about through western privileges of extraordinary wealth and nearly 
limitless supplies of food. By taking news events such as these which would normally receive 
no critical discussion nor precipitate even the smallest measure of journalistic self-reflection 
by those covering them as “news,” the show is imbued with an overall tenor of responsibility, 
social justice, and rationality that is sadly absent in the mainstream media. 
 
Conclusion 
The intention here has been to sketch out some of main traits of “fake” news in Australia, and 
historicize the genre within a wider tradition of “transgressive TV.” As the discussion of The 
  
 
19
Norman Gunston Show and Newstopia suggests, news parody as a tool for political and 
cultural satire does indeed have a very strong tradition in this country. If news parody is a 
global television language, then, is there such thing an Australian accent on this language? At 
the risk of being reductionist, I would argue that one can identify a single narrative about 
televisual news parody in Australia: that it more frequently, and more substantially, 
transgresses the fine line between the “real” and the “fake,” and is more likely to leave the 
audience wondering which is which. Whereas the quotation marks around the word “fake” 
are important in most contexts – as they denote the lose and complicated sense of the word – 
in this country, it is probably more correct to just refer to these programs as fake news. 
Whereas The Daily Show with Jon Stewart has become the center of much positive discussion 
around the concept of “fake” news (see, for example, Feldman, 2007; Jones, 2005), a more 
apt comparison between North America and Australia in this case might be with the work of 
fake newspaper (and now website and TV program)The Onion: where the relationships to 
events in the “real” world are more tangential than direct. If anything, this just further 
highlights the need for media, communication, and entertainment scholars to more fully 
appreciate regional specificities when discussing a broad term such as “fake” news. 
Finally, it is useful to consider what the point of all this “fun” might be. If “fake” news 
really is a part of the Australian television landscape, then what “good” might the genre 
serve? While it would be tempting to dismiss the examples highlighted in this paper as less 
real and therefore inherently less worthy than some of the more prominent international 
reference points which have helped bring the notion of “fake” news into the public 
consciousness, I would contend that to do so would be to underestimate the importance of 
“fakeness,” not just as a comedic device or rhetorical camouflage, but as a social tool and an 
avenue for a greater understanding of genre. Paul Achter (2008) notes that comedy can 
oftentimes provide a comfortable way for people to initially discuss upsetting or confronting 
  
 
20
issues. While there was a period in 2001 shortly after the 9/11 terrorist attacks in New York 
and Washington D.C. when laughter was seen as taboo (that it was literally “too soon” or 
disrespectful), comedy shows and, in particular, The Onion were in fact at the forefront of 
helping citizens to understand and re-think the terror attacks in a wider political and social 
context. So, even in the case of highly fictionalized parodies where there is no real “surface-
level” information, the audience is still afforded the chance to reflect on the deeper cultural 
questions raised in the form of the satire. 
Similarly, news programs do not always have to generate new information, but can be 
significant for their ability to interpret and frame news created by other sources (Harrington, 
2010). There is an immense amount of value in a show such as Newstopia as a form of what 
Gray calls “critical intertextuality”: antagonistic satire with the power to “re-evaluate, 
ridicule, and teach other genres” (Gray, 2006, p. 4). Gray draws on the work of David 
Buckingham, who argues that much greater emphasis should be placed “on how the text 
situates the viewer in relation to ‘information,’” or “how it defines and constructs the 
experience of ‘becoming informed,’” rather than simply judging news programs on their 
ability to deliver news to the viewer (Buckingham, 2000, p. 18, emphasis added). “Fake” 
news, in its finest forms, strips back the pretense that television news is “transparent or 
‘unmediated’” and makes the viewer realize “the ideologically or politically aligned character 
of the perspective from which the television ‘eye’ surveys the world” (Turner, 2000, pp. 89-
90).  
So, even in those cases where everything is “fake,” the absurdity and contraventions 
make us think very carefully about the real world.  Thus returning to Newstopia for one final 
time, we can see the type of juxtaposition which invites viewers to reflect critically on the 
often misplaced news values of the mainstream media: 
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Micallef: Life in Baghdad might have presented its challenges under the regime of 
Saddam Hussein, but how has the continued presence of western forces changed 
things? Blair Francz reports. And does so for us now. 
Francz [Peter Houghton]: It’s been a hellish few years in Baghdad, but the past three 
months have been particularly difficult for the locals. They’ve had to cope with the 
distressing images of Brittany Spears’ performance at the MTV Awards, and disturbing 
rumours of a rift between Prince Mary and Princess Fredrick [sic] of Denmark. At least 
there’s been some relief on that front: the latest intelligence suggesting the marriage is 
harmonious, the couple still very much in love. But tragedy is never far away here. 
Speak to any family in Iraq, and they’ll all express the same fears: will Heather Mills 
and Paul McCartney reach an amicable settlement? Is Owen Wilson going to be OK? 
Will Shane Watson’s wretched run of injury come to an end? Half of the children here 
have never heard of Nicole Ritchie. If aid, or Ralph magazine, doesn’t arrive soon, 
some of them never will. Blair Francz, in Baghdad, for Newstopia. (Series 1, episode 5) 
The ‘Blair Francz’ character places the audience in an awkward position here, as his remarks 
force us to consider what count as “problems” in the first world, and to think about how they 
absolutely pale in comparison to the infinitely deeper and more serious problems confronting 
those stuck in a Middle Eastern war zone. If only for a moment, we might just re-think our 
own priorities, as well as those of the news media. 
McKee has described the 1990s program Frontline as a “meta-text,” because it was “an 
important text in popular culture’s continual self-interrogation” that “allowed popular culture 
to discuss the production of popular culture” (McKee, 2001, p. 294). I would contend that the 
potential value of Australian “fake” news more generally should be seen in the same light. It 
is a fun, irreverent, self-reflexive, sometimes frivolous form of popular culture that mirrors a 
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highly irreverent national consciousness, and which often reflects very deeply upon who we 
are as a people. 
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